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1951, the critical year of the Korean War

Seventy years ago, two dozen nations 
were locked in deadly conflict on the 
Korean peninsula. The American media 
may have called it “the forgotten war”, 
but in Australia we were aware that our 
young men were fighting desperate 
battles on the land, in the air and in 
the coastal waters to our distant north. 
Between 1950 and 1953 Australian 
newspapers published accounts of the 
progress of the war and printed the 
personal correspondence of Australian 
servicemen and women on deployment 
in the war zone. In the decades since, 
the Korean War has slipped from public 
consciousness, overshadowed by longer, 
more costly wars in Vietnam and the 
Middle East. 

The exhibition 1951: the critical year of 
the Korean War presents a selection of 
objects used by Australian sailors, soldiers 
and airmen during the war, and reveals 
the stories behind them. It reminds us 
that 17,000 Australians served in the 
Korean War. And that most of the 340 
Australians who gave their lives still 
lie beneath Korean soil in the United 
Nations Memorial Cemetery at Busan 
or unrecovered inside the demilitarised 
zone.

Through this display the Korean Cultural
Centre provides us with a timely
reflection on a war that forged an
unbreakable link between Australia and
the Republic of Korea.

Kapyong Valley, Korea, 18 April 1952. This photograph, taken a year after the battle, shows the road to 
Seoul, around which the battle of Kapyong was fought. AWM 147844



The war in Korea, 1950–53

The pre-dawn darkness of 25 June 1950 
was shattered by the tanks and artillery of 
the North Korean People’s Army (NKPA) 
pouring over the 38th parallel. The NKPA 
attack violated the fragile peace that had 
been in place since the Korean peninsula 
had been divided into the Communist 
north and US-backed south after the fall 
of the Japanese empire at the end of the 
Second World War.

The invasion sparked a war in which the 
recently created United Nations (UN) 
became a major combatant in its first 
armed conflict.

Through 1950 and 1951 the war raged 
up and down the Korean peninsula. The 
North Korean offensive was countered by 
one led by the UN Command. In October 
1950 Communist China entered the 
war and launched a massive attack that 
drove the UN troops back down south. 
The UN opposed Chinese numbers with 
sophisticated military technology and, 
by 1952, the war had bogged down into 
a dreadful stalemate. On 27 July 1953 
an armistice was finally agreed. The 
demilitarised zone it created was close to 
the same demarcation line over which the 
war had begun. Although an armistice is 
in place, no peace treaty has been signed. 
The Korean War has never ended.

1951: the critical year

The frozen winter of 1950–51 did not slow 
the fighting. Attacking through fierce 
snowstorms, the Communist Chinese 
drove South Korean and UN troops before 
them until Seoul fell for a second time 
on 5 January. By the end of February 
UN troops held the advance along a 
line stretching eastwards from Suwon. 
In March they attacked across the Han 
River and retook Seoul. A month later, a 
replenished Chinese force was back on 
the offensive. Delaying actions by the 
Australians and Canadians near Kapyong 
(the modern city of Gapyeong), and by 
the British on the Imjin River, blunted the 
assault. 
    

Through the summer and autumn the UN 
launched a series of limited offensives 
that drove the Communists back in 
stages. As winter settled on the “Land of 
the Morning Calm”, both sides dug in just 
north of the 38th parallel. They were back 
on the same ground where the war had 
started. 

1951 was a pivotal year for the Australian 
forces. The Royal Australian Regiment 
(RAR) established its earliest fighting 
traditions at the battles of Kapyong in 
April and Maryang San in October. The 
RAAF fighter squadron swapped its 
vintage fighters for jets. And the RAN’s 
aircraft carrier joined its other warships in 
Korea’s coastal waters.



The battle of Kapyong, April 1951 

In late April 1951 3RAR was given the 
task of blocking the Chinese offensive 
advancing along the road to Seoul, north 
of the Kapyong River. The battalion 
deployed its companies on high ground 
overlooking the road. B Company held a 
ridge, known as “the Island” feature, that 
ran between the road and a tributary of 
the river. The other companies occupied 
the spurs and summit of Hill 504 on 
the other side of the road. Battalion 
headquarters was further south, closer 
to the town (now the city of Gapyeong). 
A few hundred Australians faced 
thousands of Chinese. 

The battle broke overnight, and raged 
through the darkness and into the dawn 
of 24 April. At the height of the fighting 
the battalion commander withdrew B 
Company from the Island. 

The enemy immediately occupied this 
vital position. In an attempt to recover it, 
Lieutenant Len Montgomerie’s platoon 
was ordered to launch a bayonet attack. 
Despite impossible odds, his men fixed 
their long bayonets and charged.  

In savage, often hand-to-hand, fighting 
they retook some of the weapon pits. 
Their courage dissuaded the Chinese 
from continuing their attack, which 
allowed 3RAR to withdraw in good order. 
The battalion’s courage helped blunt the 
Chinese offensive and prevented them 
recapturing Seoul.
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top: Battle map of Kapyong, 23–24 April 1951. 
above: Lieutenant Leonard Montgomerie (centre, 
front row) with his men, shown resting after the 
battle, April 1951.  AWM 147350



The battle of Maryang San, October 1951 

The battle of Maryang San, fought in the 
first week of October 1951, was part of 
a much larger UN Command advance 
called Operation Commando. British and 
Australian troops were given the task 
of capturing two lines of hills running 
down to the Imjin River. The first was 
dominated by Kowang San (Hill 355), the 
second by Maryang San (Hill 317).

The British failed to take Kowang San 
by frontal assault so Lieutenant Colonel 
Frank Hassett led 3RAR in an attack 
on both features. In a daring advance 
through the fog Captain Jack Gerke’s 
C Company took Hill 355 from the 
rear, then rejoined the battalion for the 
capture of Maryang San. After days 
of close-quarters fighting the Chinese 
were driven off. They responded with 
massive counter-attacks. But 3RAR held 
the line. After a week the exhausted 
battalion was replaced by the British. 
In early November a renewed Chinese 
offensive retook Maryang San. However, 
British and Australian infantry, with New 
Zealand artillery in support, held on 
to Kowang San. The Commonwealth 
Division gave Hill 355 the nickname 
“Little Gibraltar”. 

The United States provided most of 
the uniforms, equipment and weapons 
carried by foreign contingents under UN 
Command. However, whenever possible 
British and Australian troops, insisted on 
using their own weapons and equipment.
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above: A 3RAR Vickers machine-gun in action, 
Korea, c. October 1951. The machine guns at 
Maryang San were commanded by Captain Reg 
Saunders, the first Aboriginal serviceman to 
command a company. AWM HOBJ2432top right: Battle map of Maryang San.



“Inspiring leadership”

Corporal Ray Parry of South Perth was 
awarded the Military Medal (MM) for the 
courage he displayed on the night of 23 
April 1951, during the battle of Kapyong. 
Parry and four of his mates held an 
outpost at the rear of the ridge occupied 
by B Company. When the Chinese tried to 
outflank the company position, they ran 
into the outpost. Despite repeated attacks 
Parry and his men held out till dawn.

right: Two members of 3RAR: Lance Corporal  
MR Neyland (left) and Corporal Ray Parry 
(carrying his Owen sub-machine gun), 26 April 
1951. AWM 147348

Attack from the sea
Captain Warwick Bracegirdle earned his 
first Distinguished Service Cross (DSC) 
during the Second World War. In 1951 
he was given command of the destroyer 
HMAS Bataan (D191) and sailed it to 
the Korean War. His daring leadership 
inspired his crew as they skilfully attacked 
Communist forces that ventured within 
range of his guns, and he earned a bar to 
his DSC. 

left: Philip Hobson photographed Bracegirdle at 
sea on the bridge of Bataan. He is seated between 
Vice Admiral Sir John Collins (left), and a member 
of Collins’ staff, Commander W.F. Cook.  
AWM HOBJ3377
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